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ALLEN D. BRECK
AWARD WINNER

Anne Southwell, Metaphysical Poet
Hugh Wilson
SUNY at Plattsburgh

.S. Eliot has remarked that “[n]ot only is [it] extremely difficult to
define metaphysical poetry, but [it is] difficult to decide what poets
practise it and in which of their verses.”1 Although the terminology
was initially ad hoc, post hoc, and somewhat hostile, the adjective has been
transvalued and it “stuck.” But ever since John Dryden accused John
Donne of affecting “the metaphysics,” and “perplexing the fair sex with
nice speculations of philosophy,” and long before Samuel Johnson wrote
that the metaphysical poets were “men of learning,” there has been a tacit
assumption that women did not or could not comprehend or compose
metaphysical poetry.2 In the anthologies of Herbert Grierson or Helen
Gardner and in the critical studies of Joan Bennett, George Williamson,
Louis Martz, et alii, metaphysical poets are almost always men. Nonetheless, in 1994 Louise Schleiner observed that Anne Southwell (1573–
1636) is “a female ‘metaphysical’ poet and direct associate of John Donne,
who should have been receiving study along with Donne, Herbert, Carew,
and company.”3
Before Schleiner’s analysis, few scholars had discussed Southwell in
any depth, and as Sister Jean Klene, professor at Notre Dame, observes in
her pathbreaking 1997 edition of Southwell’s commonplace book, even
fewer had actually discussed her poetry.4 Klene explains that in 1752,

T

1T.S. Eliot, “The Metaphysical Poets,” in Selected Essays (1932; repr., New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1964), 241.
2John Dryden, “A Discourse concerning Satire” [1692], in Dryden: Of Dramatic Poesy
and Other Critical Essays, ed. George Watson (1912; repr. New York: Dutton, 1962), 2:76.
In his famous remark Dryden casually assumed a single-minded utilitarian purpose for love
poetry and patronizingly implied that women weren’t well educated enough, high-minded
enough (or bright enough) to appreciate metaphysical imagery. Samuel Johnson seems to
make a similar assumption in “The Life of Cowley,” in Lives of the English Poets, ed. George
Birkbeck Hill, 3 vols. (1905; repr., Hildesheim: George Olms Verlag, 1968), 1:19.
3 Louise Schleiner, “Mrs. Bulstrode’s and Lady Southwell’s Inventions, and Lady
Southwell’s Later Writings,” in Tudor & Stuart Women Writers (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1994), 121. Schleiner’s research is pioneering and sometimes difficult. In her
second appendix, Schleiner offers a sampling of Southwell’s poems, including the two considered here. See pages 243–49.
4The Southwell-Sibthorpe Commonplace Book: Folger MS. V.b. 198, ed. Jean Klene, C.S.C.
(Tempe, Ariz.: Medieval & Renaissance Texts & Studies [MRTS], 1997), 24–28 (notes pp.
193–94) [hereafter Commonplace Book] or Folger MS V.b. 198, fols. 19v–21r. With the assisXXX
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George Ballard, the feminist antiquarian, lamented that he could not find
any information about Lady Anne Southwell, but he knew of her existence; in 1838 Joseph Hunter mentioned Anne Southwell; and in 1886,
Alexander Grosart noticed her in passing. More recently, Anne Southwell
has been discussed in essays by Jean Cavanaugh, Barbara Lewalski, Louise
Schleiner, Jean Klene, and Linda Dove.5 In each case, the annotation and
discussion of Southwell’s poetry is relatively brief.
Although the unpublished status of Southwell’s work makes her
neglect more intelligible, I would like to second Professor Schleiner’s
claim with a close reading of the poems she champions. Contrary to the
legend that the metaphysical poets were high Anglican men, Anne Southwell was a Puritan woman who composed metaphysical poetry. After a
review of her life intended to establish her Puritan sentiments, the focus
turns to the metaphysical qualities of her poetry.
Anne Southwell (1573–1636) was one of John Donne’s near contemporaries: she was born a year after him, and she died six years after his
death.6 In the research for her edition of Anne’s commonplace book,
Klene uncovered most of the facts in the following account of the poet’s
life. Born in Devonshire, not far from the port of Dartmouth, on lands
adjacent to the property of Sir Walter Raleigh, Anne Harris was the daughter of a sergeant at law and a member of Parliament. In 1594, at age 21,
5

tance of Georgiana Ziegler, I purchased a microfilm of the MS while anxiously awaiting the
appearance of Professor Klene’s edition. Each of us worked independently, and each of us
noted items the other overlooked or omitted.
5For further discussions of Southwell, see Sister Jean Carmel Cavanaugh, “The Library
of Lady Southwell and Captain Sibthorpe,” Studies in Bibliography 20 (1967): 243–54; Barbara Lewalski, Writing Women in Jacobean England (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1993), 76; Sister Jean Carmel Cavanaugh, “Lady Southwell’s Defense of Poetry,”
ELR 14, no. 3 (1984): 184–85; Jean Klene, “Recreating the Letters of Anne Southwell,” in
New Ways of Looking at Old Texts: Papers of the Renaissance English Text Society, 1985–1991,
ed. W. Speed Hill (Binghamton, N.Y.: MRTS, 1993), 239–52. In “Composing (to) a Man
of Letters: Lady Anne Southwell’s Acrostic to Francis Quarles,” ANQ 11, no. 1 (1998): 12–
17, Linda Dove follows up an observation by Professor Klene and discusses the clever acrostic compliment Southwell composed for Francis Quarles. (See Commonplace Book, 20; Folger
MS V.b. 198, fol. 17r.) Although Southwell undoubtedly admired Quarles, she displays a
very critical attitude toward authority, and she never regarded James I or Charles I as uncritically as Quarles did. Her lines in praise of King James read like an attempt at placation; a
note subscribed suggests, “wee are undonne/if off thy court I am” (Commonplace Book, 125;
British Library [BL] Lansdowne MS 740, fol. 142r). As Southwell remarks in her meditation
on the first commandment, “For Truth is stronger then the strongest king” (Commonplace
Book, 135; Lansdowne MS 740, fol. 149). In another passage, Southwell notes that her outspokenness, personified as a spirited Pegasus, almost ruined her: “when first I backed this
jade hee dashed at princes/ & almost broke my neck from of[f] his back” (Commonplace
Book, 138; Folger MS V.b. 198, fol. 153v).
6English orthography is notoriously irregular in this period. The running title of the
Folger MS V.b. 198, perhaps added by Captain Sibthorpe, reads “Lady Ann Sothwell,” but
she spells it “Anne Southwell” in the first of the poems discussed here.
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she married Thomas Southwell of Norfolk, the Protestant nephew of
Robert Southwell, the distinguished Jesuit poet. In 1603, with the accession of King James, Thomas Southwell was knighted, but Anne Southwell
was sent away from Queen Ann’s court under a cloud. Afterward, Anne
and her husband resided in Ireland where they raised two daughters. In
1626, sometime after her first husband’s death, she married a Captain
Sibthorpe.7 Although little is known about her family life, her second husband clearly admired her intelligence and encouraged her to write. Despite
her first husband’s last name and her famous Jesuit in-law, Robert Southwell, Anne’s religious attitudes and political affiliations were militantly
Protestant and strongly antiauthoritarian. In her view, “kings breake
theyre lawes,” and “patriarches, apostles, prophets all / have slipped away
from truth….”8 As indignant as Martin Luther, she refers to the Papacy
and the concept of transubstantiation with towering contempt. Although
she occasionally makes a perfunctory effort to praise King James, royal
authority is not sacrosanct: she knows that “potentates and mighty
kings…need not be untrew, / and yet you are, the greatest theeves of all
/ that have beeinge upon this massy ball.”9
Nominally Anglican, Southwell’s sentiments were clearly Puritan.10
One of her first husband’s relatives died in the siege of Ostend assisting the
Dutch revolt against the Spanish occupation of the low countries; her
second husband, Captain Sibthorpe, was an officer in the Northern Irish
garrison. Although she participated in the colonization of Ireland, she was
not an unscrupulous imperialist. Raised in a militantly Protestant milieu,
Anne Southwell is one of the earliest English writers to condemn the slave
trade. Although her family’s admired neighbor, the martyr to royal tyranny, Sir Walter Raleigh, brought slaves to Jamestown in 1609, Anne

7Her previous husband was a “Sir,” so that made Anne a Lady. She retained her title
when she married her second husband.
8Commonplace Book, 58 and 73; Folger MS V.b. 198, fols. 35v and 45r.
9For the notable attempts to praise or placate King James, see Commonplace Book, 70;
Folger MS V.b. 198, fols. 42v, 124; Lansdowne MS 740, fols. 142–43. For the quoted passages, see Commonplace Book, 84; Folger MS V.b. 198, fol. 52r. The lines about kings as
thieves are populist, but they would have been especially topical during the period of “personal rule” or in reference to the struggle over the limits of “royal prerogative” in the “shipmoney” case.
10Like Archbishop Abbott and most of the Anglican bishops, Anne Southwell appears
to have been a Calvinist. The very first entry in her numbered list of 110 books is “Calvins
Institutions, in ffolio”; the second is “Calvins Sermons upon Job: in folio”; and the third is
“Synopsis Papismi,” a militant anti-Catholic treatise by Andrew Willet. The bulky folio of
Calvin’s Institutes appears to be entered first by choice, from memory (Commonplace Book,
98–101). Klene’s introduction indicates that the commonplace book was rebound in the
nineteenth century, and her transcription shows that some pages have been placed out of
sequence; this, in turn, raises the possibility of other errors of pagination (xxxiv, 98–101).
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writes, “Whoe steales a man and seles him ought to dye.”11 Although
Southwell reluctantly accepts a measure of wifely subordination on scriptural grounds, she rebuts sexist attempts to silence women, rebels against
any imputation of intrinsic inferiority, and defends the fundamental equality of the sexes.12 It is no accident that the hotbed of the American abolitionist and feminist movements was formerly Puritan New England.
At the same time, Southwell’s poems were collected as part of a manuscript culture which Arthur Marotti describes; some of them appear in the
British Library Lansdowne MSS with poems by Donne, and Donne’s
influence is readily apparent. A.J. Smith observes that Donne’s Anniversaries “inspired an impressive body of quotation, imitation, adaptation, and
remark.”13 Anne Southwell’s companion poems, her mock elegy and her
epigram on Cassandra MacWilliams, Lady Ridgway, shows Southwell’s
clear familiarity with Donne’s Second Anniversarie: The Progresse of the
Soule, and the poems of Ben Jonson.14 Both of her poems are meditative
poems, both poems are, in a manner of speaking, love poems, and both
poems are episodes in a spiritual autobiography.
In these contrary poems, Southwell does what Donne often does: she
tries to confront and reconcile contraries into a complex vision which
11Commonplace Book, 89; Folger MS V.b. 198, fol. 55r. Southwell was invoking what
would become one of the key texts of the abolitionist movement, Exodus 21:16, “He that
stealeth a man, or selleth him, or if he be founde in his hand, shal dye the death.” Geneva
Bible [1560], facsimile, ed. Lloyd E Berry (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1969).
For another example of the invocation of this passage, see the excerpts from Alexander
McLeod’s “The Practice of Holding Men in Perpetual Slavery Condemned, Exod.xxi.16,”
in Against Slavery: And Abolitionist Reader, ed Mason Lowance (New York: Penguin,
2000), 72–80.
12Like Emilia Lanyer, Southwell openly speaks in defense of Eve, and she interprets
Adam’s sleep during the creation of Eve as a symbol of male incomprehension of the role of
women (Commonplace Book, 42; Folger MS V.b. 198, fol. 26r). In many respects, her position is “Pauline”: she remembers the controversial injunctions in Ephesians, but she also
remembers Galatians 3:28 and 5:1. Men and women are equal, for good and for evil: “God
called them Adam both, and did unite / both male and ffemale one hermaphrodite / And
being one ther’s none must dare to sever / without a curss, what God hath injoined
together.… Which was the meerest foole is hard to tell” (Commonplace Book, 43; Folger MS
V.b. 198, fol. 26r). For a more recent equalitarian reading of Paul’s epistles, see John Temple
Bristow, What Paul Really Said about Women: An Apostle’s Liberating Views on Equality in
Marriage, Leadership, and Love (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1988, 1991).
13A. J. Smith, ed., John Donne: The Critical Heritage (London: Routledge & Kegan
Paul, 1975), 3.
14Linda Dove has suggested the influence of Francis Quarles. In addition, copies of
Harrington’s translation of Ariosto, the poems of Edmund Spenser, John Davies, William
Browne, John Donne, and George Herbert were listed in Southwell’s personal library.
Southwell’s poems also suggest the influence of Fulke Greville, Lord Brooke. Greville died
in 1628, but most of his work was not published until 1633. Yvor Winters later described
Greville as a master of the plain style, but some nineteenth-century readers associated him
with the “riddling” metaphysical poets. For instance, Elizabeth Barrett [Browning] wrote of
Greville as “that high prince of riddledom, the thoughtful Lord Brooke.” See Elizabeth Barrett to Mrs. Mitford: Unpublished Letters, ed. Betty Miller (London: John Murray, 1954),
153.
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cannot be reduced to either of its components. In terms of genre, style,
mood, and tone, she composes in the metaphysical mode. Many of the
observations of Samuel Johnson or T.S. Eliot apply to Southwell as well as
they apply to Cowley, Donne, or Marvell.
The wit and seriousness of Anne Southwell’s companion poems for
her friend, Cassandra MacWilliams, the countess of Londonderry, exemplify the metaphysical style.15 The first poem is a hyperbolical metaphysical
elegy in the manner of Donne’s Second Anniversarie; the second resembles a terse Jonsonian epigram. Echoes of both Donne and Ben Jonson
appear in Southwell’s companion poems.16
Southwell’s companion poems exemplify Samuel Johnson’s definition
of metaphysical wit in his essay on Abraham Cowley. Her poems achieve a
“discordia concors…a combination of dissimilar images, or discovery of
occult resemblances in things apparently unlike.” Pagan poets and popes,
obscure mythology, and controversial theology cohabit in her poetry. As
Johnson wrote, “the most heterogenous ideas are yoked by violence
together; nature and art are ransacked for illustrations, comparisons, and
allusions; their learning instructs, and their subtility surprises.” Although
Johnson goes on to criticize the metaphysicals according to neoclassical
canons of taste, he admits that “to write on their plan, it was at least necessary to read and think.”17 There is no shortage of thought in Southwell’s poetry.
One poem is an imaginative panegyric with a satiric purpose, but the
panegyric never obviates the satire, and the satire never cancels out the
panegyric. The other poem is pained, chagrined, and yet dignified; its closing lines seem to echo Jonson’s elegy for S.P. One poem begins as an arabesque of the imagination; the other begins as an unwanted confrontation
with a horrible reality. One poem commences as an exercise or frolic of the
imagination; the other is abrupt and serious. In the first poem, the author
assumes a persona and reveals herself as herself; in the second the author
writes as herself, and then assumes a persona without ever forfeiting the
conviction of her utter sincerity. Hiding behind the gestures of a persona
becomes a way to express and insinuate a genuine loss.

15In the Folger MS V.b. 198, the first poem is titled “An Elegie written by the Lady A:
S: / to the Countess of London Derry as / supposinge hir to be dead by/hir longe silence”;
the second is entitled, “An Epitaph, uppon Cassandra MacWilliams, wife of Thomas / Ridgway, Earl of London Derry by Lady A: S:”
16Aside from being friends, Donne’s and Jonson’s styles were not always quite as distinct as one might suppose—some of their poems have been confused in manuscript. Jonson
admired Donne; he praised Donne in his epigrams and, according to the Drummond MS, in
conversation.
17Samuel Johnson, “The Life of Cowley,” 1:20–21.
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VARIATIONS ON A THEME BY DONNE: IN THE METAPHYSICAL MOOD
Southwell’s mock elegy is an internal colloquy, in which the poet argues
with herself. The first couplet broaches the donnée of the poem: it begins
as a wistful speculation taken as an assumption, disguised as a question.
Since thou fayre soule, art warbling to a spheare
from whose resultances 18 these quickn’d were19
Anne assumes her friend has died, been resurrected, and has ascended into
the heavens.
The next lines are couched in sensuous, almost Spenserian imagery;
they combine a compliment to Cassandra’s beauty with a meditation in a
daydream. Anne imagines her friend’s body laid up in a marble sarcophagus while her spirit has ascended to heaven. The beauty of life and the glory
of heaven, carnal death, and spiritual rebirth stand in uneasy suspension.
Since thou hast layd that downy Couch 20 aside
of Lillyes, Viollets, and roseall pride;
And lockt in marble chests, that Tapestrye 21
that did adorn the world’s Epitome;22
Soe safe, that Doubt it selfe can never thinke,
fortune or fate hath power, to make a chinke;
Since, thou for state,23 hath rais’d thy state, soe farr,
To a large heaven, from a vau[l]t circular,24
because the thronginge virtues in thy breast
could not have roome enough, in such a chest.
(lines 3–12)
Then the author rebukes herself for telling her imaginary auditor what
both of them already know, that the flesh is but the transient clothing of
the soul which will be cast off at the day of doom.
18 According to astrology, events in the lower spheres, at least in part, are resultances of
the higher ones.
19Transcribed from a xerox of Folger MS, V.b.198, fols. 19v–21r, lines 1–2.
20Her body, the resting place of her soul.
21Her skin? Donne calls the flesh “A Province Pack’d up in two yards of skinne” (Second
Anniversarie, line 176); in the poem beginning, “Noe man may see the face of god and live,”
Southwell refers to our “house of skinn” (Commonplace Book, 60; Folger MS V.b. 198, fol.
36r). Also, please note, the writing is unclear, and many of the superfluous final “e”s may be
flourishes rather than actual letters. All citations of Donne’s Anniversaries are from The Complete English Poems of John Donne, ed. C.A. Patrides, Everyman Library (London: J.M. Dent
& Sons, 1985).
22The soul was the epitome of nature, the microcosm: it reflected the world in miniature.
23A “progress” of state like royalty. Donne’s Second Anniversarie is subtitled, “Of the
Progress of the Soule.”
24Her rib-cage?
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What need hast thou these blotted Lines should tell,
soules must againe take rise, from whence they fell,
From paradise, and that this earth’s Darke wombe
is but a wardrobe 25 till the day of Dome!
To keep those wormes, that on her bosomes bredd,
till tyme, and death, bee both extermined.26
(lines 13–18)
Meanwhile, the corrupt body is food for worms until time comes to a stop
and death dies. The underlying conceit conflates a compliment with a recollection of the day of doom and permutates into a memento mori which
envisions, as Donne does, the death of death. The animus of the language
is less pictorial than cognitive, less logical than speculative. Playful puns
metamorphose into serious reflections as the poem proceeds by the logic
of association. The changing thoughts of the author transform the meaning of the words, and what Eliot says of Donne—“[a] thought to Donne
was an experience; it modified his sensibility”—applies, mutatis mutandis,
to Anne Southwell. As T.S. Eliot remarks of Donne, her mind is
constantly amalgamating disparate experience; the ordinary man’s
experience is chaotic, irregular, fragmentary. The latter falls in
love, or reads Spinoza, and these two experiences have nothing to
do with each other, or with the noise of the typewriter or the
smell of cooking; in the mind of the poet these experiences are
always forming new wholes.27
For instance, the imagined sarcophagus recalls the vault of a tomb, and the
vault of the tomb recalls the contrasting vault of the open heavens. A storage of a precious tapestry in a chest or trunk evokes the spirits thronging
her friend’s heart in her chest in her trunk. The number of Cassandra’s
thronging virtues suggests overcrowding, and that suggests the need to
escape. Escape is, of course, the spirit’s abandonment of the confinement
of the body. One thought metamorphoses into another, in a stream of
unselfconsciousness. In so doing, Southwell translates and momentarily
explains away the imagined fact and pathos of death with a whimsical etiological fable. Underlying the imagery is an awareness of the ugliness and
25 In “The Undertaking” Donne refers to a woman’s outside as her “oldest clothes.”
Vulgarly, her birthday suit.
26 Exterminated, terminated, abolished. In addition to recalling the final line of
Donne’s Holy Sonnet 10—“death thou shalt die”—Southwell may have had in mind
Donne’s lines 117–18 from The First Anniversarie: “Think thee a Prince, who of themselves
create / Wormes which insensibly devour their state.” Klene explains how Anne was ordered
away from court in 1603, and she observes that Southwell’s poetry reflects “disillusionment
about the court” (Commonplace Book, xiii).
27 Eliot, “Metaphysical Poets,” 247.
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inevitability of death. Anne knows the thought of Hamlet, “If it be now,
’tis not to come; if it be not to come, it will be now; if it be not now, yet
it will come.…”28
Then Anne shifts her point of view, and tries to identify with the
ascending soul. Her words echo a tradition going back through Donne
and Johannes Secundus to Cicero’s dream of Scipio.
Yet in thy passage, fayre soul, let me know
what things thou saw’st in risinge from below?29
Whether that Cynthia30 regent of the flood
within her Orbe admitt of mortall brood!31
Whether the 12 Signes serve the Sun for state?
Or else confine him to the Zodiaque!32
And force him retrograde to bee the nurse
(whoe circularly glides his oblique course)
of Alma Mater,33 or unfreeze the wombe
of Madam Tellus w[hi]ch else proves a tombe?34
Whether the Starrs be Knobbs uppon the Spheres?35
Or shredds compos’d of Phœbus36 goulden hayres?
or whether th’Ayre be as a cloudy sieve?
28Hamlet, ed. Harold Jenkins (New York: Routledge, 1982), 5.2.215–20.
29Recalls the visionary ascension through the spheres in Donne’s Second Anniversarie.
30In mythology, the goddess of the moon. Cynthia is another name for the lunar god-

dess Diana. By controlling the tides, the moon is “regent of the flood.” Southwell’s one-time
neighbor Sir Walter Raleigh used the imagery to celebrate Queen Elizabeth. Southwell asks,
is there life on the moon? In the Second Anniversarie [1612], Donne mentions speculations
about whether “in that new world [the Moon], men live and die”; in The Cypresse Grove
[1623], William Drummond of Hawthornden remarked, “The Earth is found to move, and
is no more the centre of the universe…. Some affirme there is another World of men and sensitive Creatures, with cities and palaces in the Moone….” See Michael J. Crowe, Theories of
the World from Antiquity to the Copernican Revolution (1990; repr., New York: Dover,
2001), 178–79.
31Within the sphere of the moon, within the “sublunary sphere,” everything was supposed to be mortal and subject to decay. The following passages echo Donne’s description
of the celestial journey in The Second Anniversarie: Of the Progresse of the Soule.
32By analogy, does the King control the court or does the court control the King? Anne
Southwell also seems to recall the lines in the First Anniversarie [1611] where Donne writes,
“They have empayld within a Zodiake / The free-bourne Sunne, and keepe twelve signes
awake / To watch his steps; the Goat and Crabbe controule, / And fright him back, els to
eyther Pole. / (Did not these Trophiques fetter him) might runne…” (lines 263–67).
33Literally, dearest mother; here, mother earth.
34Another periphrasis for mother earth. Without the sun, earth becomes a dead planet.
35The outer crystalline sphere was supposed to hold the incorruptible fixed stars.
36Southwell is alluding to contemporary controversies inspired by the new astronomy.
Were the stars reflective or luminescent bodies or both? Was light pulsed or was it a steady
stream? Were the stars spheres embedded in transparent orbs or were they merely openings
showing forth the light of heaven itself? “Phoebus’ golden hayres” refers to the corona or
coma [hair] flaring from the sun or the solar rays. Aristotle and Averroes assumed the distant
“fixed” stars were dark, opaque spheres [“knobs upon the spheres”] which reflected the remnants or “shreeds” of the light of the sun as sunlight was dissipated. Some scholars tried to
XXX
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the Starrs be holes through w[hi]ch the good soules drive?
Whether that Saturn that the 6 out topps37
sitt ever eatinge of the bratts of Opps38
whose jealousye is like a sea of Gall
unto his owne proves periodicall?
(lines 19–36)
In jocular language, she wonders what Cassandra might have seen, and
wonders which of the theories of cosmology is most correct. Planets evoke
images of anthropomorphic pagan gods and barbaric legends. In turn, the
barbarism of celestial cannibalism brings the poet’s thoughts crashing to
earth like a falling star until she thinks of Cassandra soaring through the
spheres to heaven.
But as a glideing star39 whoe falls to earth
or lover’s thoughts,40 soe soules ascend theyr birth,
w[hi]ch makes mee thinke, that thyne had noe one notion,
of those true elements,41 by whose true motion,
37

explain away Galileo’s awkward discovery of “sun-spots” by suggesting they were optical illusions caused by earthly vapors. Contrary to Aristotle, Macrobius and Avicenna argue that the
stars shed their own light. Another tradition suggested that the stars were apertures in the firmament through which the light of the heavens shone, and through these virtual “stargates” the saved soared into paradise. In contrast, Giordano Bruno, Kepler, Descartes, and
Galileo believed the stars were huge burning bodies like the sun. See Edward Grant, Planets,
Stars, & Orbs: The Medieval Cosmos, 1200–1687 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1996), 393, 416–19, 446, 449, 456, 458.
37For centuries, Saturn was regarded as the seventh and last planet; Neptune and Pluto
weren’t discovered until later.
38These jocular lines allude to a grisly myth. According to Hesiod, Kronos or Saturn
married his sister Ops or Rhea, but once he heard the prophecy that he would be deposed by
his own offspring, he began to devour them even as they emerge from the womb in hope of
eliminating the threat of his predestined successor. Nonetheless, Mother Earth hid Zeus, and
deceived Saturn with a large stone. When Zeus came of age he deposed Saturn and fought a
war in heaven to establish his power over the Titans. See Hesiod’s Theogony, trans. M.L. West
(Oxford: World’s Classics, 1988), 16–18. Southwell’s lines also allude to the slow periodicity
of the planet Saturn, perhaps referring to the way Saturn “devours” and disgorges (or
eclipses) the other planets. Whether she knew Hesiod’s account or Ovid’s, whether she saw
or read Thomas Heywood’s play, The Golden Age: Or The Liues of Jupiter and Saturne, with
the defining of the Heathen Gods: As it hath beene sundry times acted at the Red Bull, by the
Queenes Maiesties Seruants (London, 1611), Southwell knew what she was doing. In a cryptic, metaphysical manner, Southwell juxtaposes the myth of all-devouring time [Kronos]
with a conviction of the certainty of resurrection.
39A falling star or meteor. In tone, this passage seems to suggest the cynical mood of
Donne’s “go and catch a falling star.”
40Lover’s thoughts, depending on their nature, are polyvalent. Southwell might have in
mind either the carnal thoughts of earthly lovers or the celestial aspirations of spiritual love.
41In contrast to earth, air, fire, and water, the soul was immaterial. From a Christian
perspective, neither time (Kronos) nor the four elements are entirely elemental. They, with
XXX
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All things have life, and death, but if thyne eyne,
should fix a while uppon the Christalline,
Thy hungrye eye,42 that never could before
see, but by fayth,43 and faythfully adore,
should stay, to marke the three-fould Hierarchy,44
differinge in state, not in felicitye
How they in Order, ’bout Jehova move,
In severall offices, but w[i]th one love,
And from his hand, doe hand in hand come downe,
till the last hand,45 doe heads of mortalls crowne.
(lines 37–50)

Having already realized that the four elements are not our “element,” that
the earthly precincts are not our true limits, Cassandra has ascended.
Anne asks if saints ever take their eyes away from the vision of God—
which resembles the vision of pseudo-Dionysius or Dante’s Paradisio—to
look below, but the rapturous tenor of her question provides its own
implicit answer. Meanwhile, Anne continues her meditation on heaven by
recalling St. Paul, 1 Corinthians 15:40; she wonders what a celestial body
is like.
Fayne would I know from some that have beene there!
what state or shape cælestiall bodyes beare?46
42

all their vicissitudes, are derived from, and contrasted to, the constant action of the Prime
Mover, God, through whom everything comes to exist: “For in him we live, and move and
have our being; as also certeine also of your owne Poetes have said, For we are also his generacioun” (Acts 17:28). Southwell is tacitly, facetiously contrasting classical mythology, with
its sometimes grotesque allegories, to Christian revelation.
42This seems to refer to a spiritual hunger, the visionary Cassandra sees what she could
have never seen before, pending the full cleansing of the soul. The saved, those bathed in the
blood of the Lamb, shall serve in the presence of God: “They shal hunger no more, nether
thirst anie more, nether shal the sunne light on them, nether anie heate. For the Lambe,
which is in the middes of the throne, shal governe them, and shal leade them unto the livelie
fountains of waters, and God shal wipe away all teares from their eyes” (Rev. 7:15–17).
43In contrast, we now see through a glass darkly (St. Paul, 1 Corinthians 12:12). In the
Geneva Bible, the passage reads, “For now we se through a glasse darkely: but then we se face
to face. Now I know in parte: but then I shall knowe even as I am knowen.”
44This refers either to the Trinity or to “three hierarchies [of angels] organized in nine
choirs” which hymn the Lord. According to Diane McColley, pseudo-Dionysius designated
the nine orders as Seraphim, Cherubim, Thrones, Dominations, Virtues, Powers, Principalities, Archangels, and Angels, and Dante envisioned them in the last six books of Dante’s
Paradisio. See Jeffrey Lyle’s Dictionary of Biblical Tradition (Grand Rapids: Eerdmanns,
1992), 38–42.
45The hand of God, and the hand of a clock as time runs out and Doomsday comes.
46St. Paul, who had ascended to the third heaven, refers to the assumption of “celestial
bodies,” but he never describes them (2 Corinthians 12:2; 1 Corinthians 15:40).
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For Man to heaven, hath throwne a waxen ball,47
In w[hi]ch hee thinks h’ hath gott true formes of all,
And, from the forge house of his fantasyie,48
hee creates now, and spins out destinye.
And thus these prowd worms,49 wrap’t in lothsome rags,
shutt heavens Idea50 upp, in letherne baggs.51
(lines 51–58)
Our apprehensions and preconceptions are as inadequate to describe the
heavens as a celestial chart or description of the heavens is to the reality of
the stars on a clear night. The waxen “tabula rasa” of the mind can only
deceive itself with forgeries, with imaginary, “fantastic” imitations of reality.52 These forms are mere outlines, while the true Forms are substantial
realities. Man’s conceit deludes him into thinking that he has mastered the
secrets of creation or handles the spindle of destiny. Instead, men close off
their access to the heavens by focusing on treasures the moth can corrupt.
The Golden Rule is sacrifice to gold, and visions of celestial angels are
reduced to gazing on the gloss of coins.
Again, Anne appeals to her friend to share her knowledge of life after
death.
Now since in heaven art many Ladyes more,
that blinde devotion53 busyily implore,
Good Lady, freind, or rather lovely Dame,
if you be gone from out this clayie frame,
47A waxen ball might take “impressions” of things as they are or appear to be. A globe?
48The faculty of imagination.
49This echoes the indignation against human arrogance in Donne’s First Anniversarie,

lines 216–18; 279–89. Southwell has a similar sardonic tone.
50According to the famous conversations attributed to Drummond of Hawthornden,
Donne had complimented the ambiguous heroine of the Anniversaries as the “Idea of a
Woman.”
51Worldly men treasure up “angels” (coins) in leather moneybags.
52In the second chapter of his “Meditations,” Descartes invokes the transient qualities
of a piece of wax in order to show that knowledge is not reducible to perception. He remarks
that his researches had “gradually ruined all the faith I had attached to my senses.” Like
Donne in the First Anniversarie, lines 279–80, Southwell seems to be making the same
point. Although Descartes’ Meditations weren’t published (in Latin) until 1641, four years
after Southwell’s death, the skeptical mood was available long before Montaigne or Descartes. Living in tolerant Holland, Descartes shared his writings with a circle of admirers
before they were published. Cartesian ideas, like those of Machiavelli in his day, may have
been available before they were formally published. See René Descartes, “Second Meditation,” in Discourse on Method and The Meditations (London: Penguin, 1968), 102–12.
53Devotees of the Saints ask for mercy from them, in lieu of appealing to Christ as they
should. At the end of the Second Anniversarie, Donne also remarks hagiolatry: “Here in a
place, where mis-devotion frames / A thousand praiers to saints, whose very names / The
ancient Church knew not, Heaven knowes not yet” (lines 511–14).
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tell what you know, whether th’ Saynts adoration
will stoop, to thinke on dusty procreation?
And if they will not, they are fooles (perdye)54
that pray to them, and robb the Trinitye.55
(lines 59–66)

She wonders if angels ever stoop to think on dusty procreation—but she
suspects they don’t, and that the Catholic adoration of the saints is wasted.
Saints and Angels only know our predicament by contrast to their own felicity, by reflection, or in contrast to the divine vision they share and we lack.
After gazing upward, Anne’s thoughts are drawn back to earth. In a
recollection of Lazarus staring down on Dives from the bosom of Abraham, Southwell wonders, if angels could, or would, look away from the
heavens and down toward the earth, what they would see?
The Angells joyed in o’r good conversation,
yet see us not, but by reverberation,56
And if they could, you so as cleere Eyes57 have,
if downe you looke to earth, then to the grave,
‘Tis but a Landskipp more, to looke to Hell,
in viewinge it, what strange thinges may you tell!
From out that Sulphurous, and bituminous58 lake,
where Pluto doth his Tilt, and Tournay59 make,
where the Elizium, and theyr Purgatorye 60
stande, like two suburbs, by a promontorye.
(lines 67–76)
With x-ray vision, angels could see earth, and through the grave, into hell
itself. If only such things as the pagan Elysium or the Catholic Purgatory
existed as they did in Dante’s in the Commedia, they could surely see
them.…61
54 Certainly—at the risk of damnation? The word is derived from the same root as “perdition,” the state of being “lost.”
55 Here Southwell criticizes the adoration of the saints.
56By reflection.
57Angels were thought to have acute, clear-eyed vision.
58Bitumen is a pitchy substance like asphalt or tar.
59Tournament. Southwell apparently imagines hell full of absurd (and perhaps ceremonial) violence. One is reminded of the grotesqueries of Hieronymus Bosch or the black
humor in the “gargoyle cantos” of Dante’s Inferno.
60Greeks and Romans sometimes imagined Elysian fields in the underworld, not far
from Hades where the damned are punished; Dante places it in a kind of antechamber to
Hell. Protestants like Donne or Milton respected Dante, but most of them rejected the concept of a literal Elysium and the idea of Purgatory.
61Southwell seems to be alluding to the asinine butting of the wrathful, or the macabre
gargoyle cantos, in Dante’s Inferno.
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Poets, and pope-lings,62 are æquippollent,63
both makers are of Gods, of like descent,
Poets make blinde Gods, who with willows beats them,64
Pope-lings make Hoasts of Gods, and ever eats them.65
But let them both, poets and popelings, passe
whoe deals too much w[i]th either, is an Asse,
Charon conduct them, as they have devised,66
the Fall of Angells,67 must not bee disguised
(lines 77–84)
Pagan poets and medieval popes are equally powerful in imagination, and
equally impotent in reality. Poets invented the blinded god of love, and
Popes, according to their bitterest critics, fabricated the specious mystery
of transubstantiation in the Mass. She implies that only asses believe in
either, and those who do can go to hell as is only appropriate for those
who transform the adoration of God’s Angels into idolatry or the worship
of man’s coins.68
Southwell feels that the danger of damnation must not be disguised or
mitigated, because the fearful promulgation of that danger is actually an
act of love, an act of piety or pity which can warn the deluded and forestall
delinquency. Just as kings or magistrates build prisons in order to maintain
law and order, so God maintains the threat of damnation as a deterrent.
As ’tis not tiranny, but loving pittye,
that Kings build prisons in a populous Cittye,
Soe, the next way, to fright us back to good,
is to discuss the poynts, of Stygian flood.
(lines 85–88)
This tragic necessity is a consequence of the fall.69 When we follow Eve,
or the way of all flesh, whenever we pursue our own selfish, carnal interests
62Contemptuous diminutive: “little popes.”
63Equally powerful—or powerless.
64Love poets create “cupidon.” Erwin Panofsky

explains that the blind Cupid was a
symbol of carnal love or lust. See Erwin Panofsky, “Study IV. Blind Cupid,” in Studies in
Iconology (1939; repr., New York: Harper & Row, 1967), 95–128. Cupid is a symbol of
Augustinian “cupiditas.”
65Like Spenser, Southwell makes sarcastic attacks on transubstantiation and the Catholic theology of the “real presence” in the Mass.
66Ellipsis: “to hell.” Charon is the “waterman” or boatman of the underworld who ferries souls to judgment.
67To hell. If angels fall, mankind must be even more at risk.
68This passage recalls the earlier Donnean pun on “angels.”
69Southwell is not afraid of sobering topics usually given over to men, and although her
theodicy might provoke some uneasiness, one suspects that she (like Eliot) might have
regarded this argumentation as an example of “tough reasonableness.” See “Andrew Marvell,”
XXX
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to the detriment of others, we are debased, and afflictions restrain us more
than love or grace.
In Eve’s disdained nature, wee are base,
and whipps perswade us more, then love, or grace,70
Soe, that if heaven, should take away this rodd,
God would hate us, and wee should not love God;
For as affliction, in a full fedd state,
like vinegar in sauces, does awake
dull Appetites, and makes men feed the better,
Soe when a Lythargye, or languor71 doth fetter,
the onely way, to rouse againe our witts,
is, when the Surgions cheifest tool, is whips.
Brasse hath a cousening face and lookes like gold
but where the touchstone comes it cannot hold.72
that sonne of ours, doth best deserve our rent,
that doth with patience bear, our chastisement.73
(lines 89–102)
Southwell makes it clear that Eve’s nature has nothing to do with gender,
and that Adam isn’t a whit wiser: Eve’s nature, the susceptibility to temptation, is in all of us. Without the threat of punishment mankind would be
forever estranged, we would misbehave so badly that God would hate us,
and we would not love God.
In contrast, affliction keeps us awake and sharp. Those in a moral lethargy require sharp stimulants to arouse their drowsy minds. The purpose
of the afflictions of the wicked is obvious, but affliction is also a test or
touchstone of goodness, testing people by the way they accept affliction or
chastisement. Anyone can enjoy prosperity, but only the most diligent,
most noble among us can be devout in affliction, or on the verge of death.
70

in Eliot, Selected Essays, 252. Speaking of Marvell, Eliot argues that this sort of sentiment “is
not cynicism, though it has a kind of toughness which may be confused with cynicism by the
tender-minded … it implies a constant inspection and criticism of experience” (262). In
Southwell’s scenario, the threat of hell is a celestial necessity which is ultimately benevolent;
the threat is meant to help us avoid becoming inured to neglecting and abusing one another
70All mankind are corrupted by the sin of Eve (and Adam). In allegorical readings of
the Bible like that of Philo Judaeus, Eve is sometimes made to represent the passionate,
fleshly side of man’s nature. In other scriptures, salvation is figured as a woman; St. Paul represents our corrupt tendencies as the old Adam, the “old man.”
71The handwriting is very difficult. Klene reads “a Lythargye, of braynes.”
72Affliction in the midst of prosperity and contentment is a touchstone of character. A
touchstone is a hard black stone of jasper or basalt used to test the quality of gold or silver by
the mark left when rubbed or touched.
73This is an analogy for one’s relationship to God.
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Each Titmouse,74 can salute the lusty springe,
And wearr it out, w[i]th jollye revellinge,
but yo[u]r purest white, and vestall clothed Swan,
Sings at hir death, and never sings but then;75
O noble minded bird, I envy thee,
for thou hast stolne, this high borne note from mee.76
(lines 103–8)
The next lines orchestrate a rich, complex, baroque comparison that epitomizes the metaphysical attitude. The lines contain a rich array of references: they combine a reference to the ascension of Elijah (leaving behind
his mantle) with a contrasting thought on the fall of Adam.
But as the Prophett, at his M[aste]r’s feete,
when he ascended, up the welkin77 fleete
watcht, for his cloake,78 soe every bird, and beast,
When princely Adam, tumbled from the nest,
catcht, from his knoweinge soule, some qualitie,
and humbly kept it, to re-edify,79

74Contrary to the suggestion embedded in its name, a titmouse is a small, commonplace songbird. Anne contrasts herself with Cassandra, the ordinary titmouse with the prophetic swan.
75According to Louis Charbonneau-Lassay, the swan was sometimes an “emblem of the
ideal and perfect love, filled with the ‘candor’ … which its plumage revokes.” Sometimes
swans escort the souls of the saved to paradise, and according to one legend, Apollo changed
“Cycnus, the king of Liguria,” into a swan and placed him among the stars. The resulting
constellation is shaped like a cross, and swans came to be associated with Christ, Christians,
and the saved. On the other hand, Charbonneau-Lassay observes that the legend of the last
swan song can be traced through the work of Callimachus, Theocritus, Euripides, Lucretius,
Ovid, Propertius, Aristotle and others. See “The Swan,” in The Bestiary of Christ, trans. and
abr. D. M. Dooling (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991), 243–57. Southwell may have
recalled Donne’s extravagant allusion to the swan and its song in the First Anniversarie, lines
407–8.
76Swans were thought to prophesy their own deaths. The puns are suggestive: highborne can mean carried high or of high birth; a note can hint at a note in the celestial harmony or at a person “of note.”
77Sky. Chaucerian or Spenserian archaism.
78The second book of Kings, 2:1–12, describes how, before his death, Elijah ascended
to heaven in a chariot of fire. As he rose into the sky, he dropped his mantle behind for Elisha
to take up. In an ironic inversion, when mankind “fell” Adam dropped the mantle of his
authority, and sunk to a level beneath the beasts of the earth.
79Like Shakespeare or Donne before her, or Milton later, Southwell is using a Latinate
pun. To re-edify is to reeducate, to build, to erect, or perhaps by extension, to resurrect. The
American Heritage Dictionary suggests that to edify is “to instruct or enlighten so as to
encourage moral or spiritual improvement.” The OED says to edify is “to improve in a moral
sense: sometimes ironical.”
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theyr quondam80 Kinge, and now, man goes to school,
to every pismire,81 that proclaymes him foole—82

(lines 109–16)
The passage combines a possible compliment to Donne’s Anniversaries to
his symbolic “mistress” with a reference to Anne Southwell as Cassandra’s
humbled heir. As Elijah, servant of the church, ascended into the heavens,
he left his cloak behind him. Just so, Cassandra left behind her earthly
dress, the flesh, and the mantle of responsibility to mourn her death.
But just as the animals stole good qualities from the fallen Adam in
order that they might admonish him, their previous king, because he, and
not they, became the true Fool—so Anne Southwell has the sly audacity to
try and teach the one from whom she acquired many of her good qualities.
On one hand, the idea that Anne could “edify” the ascended Cassandra (or
the living friend) is foolish, but on the other hand, lower creatures remind
the higher ones of things they’ve forgotten. As Solomon rebukes the slothful (go to the ant, thou sluggard, and be wise), Anne may be gently rebuking her friend for not having written for such a long time that Anne jests
that she must have died. The silliness of the presumption does not undermine Anne’s daring, and in retrospect, her words were wise, even prophetic.
80One time. Nominal. In Genesis 1:26–28, God said , “Let us make man in our image
according to our likenes, and let them rule over the fish of the sea, and over the foule of the
heaven, and over the beasts, & over all the earth, and over everie thing that crepeth on the
earth.” The following verse recounts the first of the two descriptions of the creation of man,
the one least implicated with the subordination of women: “in his image: in the image of
God created he him; he created them male and female.” Shortly afterward follows the
injunction to “Bring forth frute and multiply, and fil the earth, and subdue it, and rule over
the fish of the sea, and over the foule of the heaven, & over everie beast that moveth upon
the earth” (Geneva version).
81The ant. In King Lear, the fool confronts Kent in the stocks and tells him, “We’ll set
thee to school to an ant, to teach thee there’s no labouring i’ the winter” (2.4.65–66). Like
the flippant remarks of her alter ego, Southwell’s “joie de esprit” might seem foolish at first,
but she’s serious. In the Geneva Bible, Proverbs 6:6 reads, “Go to the pismire, o sluggard:
beholde her waies, and be wise.” (If men hadn’t been foolish, they wouldn’t need the advice
to follow the example of a provident insect.) In contrast to the proscribed Geneva Bible, the
King James version uses the word “ant.” Not that proof is needed, the word “pismire” is
another clear indication of Anne Southwell’s Puritan orientation. John Donne recalls ants in
his anniversary poems; both Donne and Southwell recall Montaigne. In his Apology for Raymond Seybond, Montaigne attacks man’s pride in his own powers and his presumed superiority to animals. When Pierre Charron echoed Montaigne, it apparently produced an
important theologian controversy. See An Apology for Raymond Sebond, trans. and ed. M.A.
Screech (London: Penguin, 1987), xxii. By citing a Biblical precedent or proof text, Southwell may be protecting her reproof of mankind from rebuttal. Professor Klene cites James O.
Halliwell-Phillips’ Dictionary of Archaic and Provincial Words (London: Routledge & Sons,
1924), for another meaning of the word “pismire”: “Anthill, a name which came from the
urinous smell” (Commonplace Book, 194).
82In true metaphysical style, and perhaps with a touch of gender anger, Southwell juxtaposes Lady MacWilliam’s soaring rise to the heavens with foolish Adam’s melodramatic,
birdbrained fall. Elisha catches for Elijah’s cloak, but Adam simply tries to break his fall.
Instead, brute animals assimilate his lost knowledge and teach him by inadvertent example.
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The audacity of the transition from the apotheosis of Elijah to the
expulsion from Eden, from a rapture to the ejection of a fledging from a
nest, from the heavenward ascension of a prophet to the bumbling fall of
birdbrained Adam, is breathtaking; Southwell’s daring imagery recalls
what Eliot says of the meditations of Donne: humor and seriousness are
not merely successive, “the humour and the seriousness are fused.”83 Like
Donne or Edward Taylor, Anne Southwell’s poetry juxtaposes sublime
and homely images, expressing serious ideas in a way which exemplifies
what Joseph Antony Mazzeo called the “poetic of correspondence.” In his
words, the “principle of universal analogy or universal correspondence
provides the basis for a unified theory of the imagination which joins the
philosopher or investigator of nature and the poet.”84 Theology is illuminated by astronomy or zoology, Scripture is illustrated by readings from
the alphabet of the “Book of Nature,” or the “Book of the Creatures.” In
a series of thoughtful articles Mazzeo explains that:
One of the cardinal tenets of the critics of the conceit is that the
conceit itself is the expression of a correspondence which actually
obtains between objects and that, since the universe is a network
of universal correspondences or analogies which unite all the
apparently heterogeneous elements of experience, the most heterogeneous metaphors are justifiable.85
This theory of the universe, shared by Herbert and Vaughan, Southwell
and Donne, encouraged poets to achieve striking effects: in the words of
T.S. Eliot, we “watch a strange kaleidoscope of feeling; with suggested
images, suggested conceits, the feeling is always melting, changing, into
another feeling; we get a kind of unity in flux.”86 In all the eulogy, the
poet never loses her sense of humor or her sense of irony. In the closing
83See The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry: The Clark Lectures at Cambridge, 1926 and the
Trumbull Lectures at Johns Hopkins, 1933, ed. Ronald Schuchard (New York: Harcourt and
Brace, 1993), 135. Eliot’s disparaging comment on Marvell’s “Upon Appleton House” is
mistaken, but his comment on Donne is accurate. There is a genuine spontaneity here. As
Eliot observes in “The Metaphysical Poets” from his Selected Essays, “their mode of feeling was
directly and freshily altered by their reading and thought” (246). In a certain sense, in reading
the poem we witness Anne Southwell’s “self-fashioning,” her “transmuting ideas into sensations, of transforming an observation into a state of mind” (“The Metaphysical Poets,” 249).
84Joseph Anthony Mazzeo, “Universal Analogy and the Culture of the Renaissance,”
Journal of the History of Ideas 15 (1954): 304.
85See Joseph Anthony Mazzeo’s, “A Critique of Some Modern Theories of Metaphysical Poetry,” Modern Philology 50, no. 2 (1952): 88. Aside from the aforementioned, some
of Mazzeo’s other pertinent articles include “A Seventeenth Century Theory of Metaphysical Poetry,” Romanic Review 42 (1951): 245–55; “Metaphysical Poetry and the Poetic of
Correspondence,” Journal of the History of Ideas 14 (1953): 221–34.
86See Lecture V of “Lectures on the Metaphysical Poetry of the Seventeenth Century,
with special reference to Donne, Crashaw and Cowley” (The Clark Lectures), in The Varieties of Metaphysical Poetry, 148.

146

Hugh Wilson

lines, Anne apologizes for writing while taking a sly poke at her “senseless,” insensible, or insensitive friend.
But stay my wandringe thoughts, ’alas where made I?
In speakinge to a dead, a senceless Lady.
You Incke, and paper, be hir passinge bell,
The sexton87 to hir knell, be Anne Southwell.
(lines 117–20)
Ink and paper will become a fictive bell to “ring out” the illusory news of
Cassandra’s illusory death. Like Donne in “The Hymn to God the
Father,” but more openly, Anne Southwell embeds her own name in her
poem. With pride of authorship and humility combined, with the audacity
and self-effacement that recalls the wry subtlety of Jonson’s poem on his
first son—his “best piece of poetry”—Anne Southwell claims an office for
herself, but not that of a prophet like John Donne, the great preacher of
St. Paul’s. Instead she assumes the humble role of the sexton who sweeps
out the church, digs the grave, and rings the funeral bell. In the guise of
lowly humility, she humorously guys her friend and chimes out her own
name. Her heartfelt Pauline epistle doubles as friendly epistolary verse.
TERSE JONSONIAN EPIGRAM
The second poem is much shorter, much more austere than the first. The
enjambed pentameter of the first poem succeeds to clipped tetrameter
lines of the second. Relaxed levity yields to galling shock. Anne is galled by
the death of her friend, and her unwilling prophecy. She wonders why the
world seemed so unattractive lately, but now she knows: her friend has
died.
When she had written her mock elegy she had no idea that her friend
had passed away until she heard of her husband’s mourning.
Now let my pen bee choakt w[i]th gall.
Since I have writt propheticall88
I wondered that the world did looke,
of late, like an unbayted hooke
Or as a well whose spring was dead.89
I knew not, that her soul was fledd
87The sexton, typically a resident church official, sometimes a custodian and a grave
digger as well, was assigned to toll the death knell when someone died. Anne Southwell
bravely concludes in the metaphysical manner of Donne’s “A Hymne to God the Father.”
88Her humorous poem unintentionally prophesied her friend’s death.
89After the death of her friend, the world lost its seductions.
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Till that the mourninge of her Earle
did vindicate this dear lost pearle.90
(lines 1–8)
In a wistful reminiscence of the mood of her earlier poem, Anne wonders
whether the astronomers have seen a new star arise?91 She knows better,
but she wonders whether they could spot Cassandra seated near God the
Father, the Prime Mover whose hand spins the spindle of the stars.
The next quatrain recalls the apotheosis of Callimachus, the grand
vision of Dante, the sidereal discoveries of Tycho Brahe, Kepler, and Galileo, and hints the mock heroic pathos of The Rape of the Lock.
You, starr-gassears that view the skyes?
saw you of late a new star rise?92
Or can you by your Art93 discover
her Seat neare the Celestiall mover?94
(lines 9–12)
90In an extravagant compliment, the soul of the Countess is compared to the pearl of
great price in Matthew 13:45. According to David Jeffrey Lyle, Augustine interprets the
pearl as Christ, “the kingdom of God within us,” and charity. St. Jerome compared the pursuit of the monastic life to the acquisition of the pearl of great price, and accordingly, the
pearl became a medieval symbol of purity or chastity. See A Dictionary of Biblical Tradition
in English, 594–95. In Christ’s parable, the pearl represents salvation itself. The strong, suggestive word “vindicate” hints at revision. “Indicate” probably came to mind first, but the
letter “v” is clear in the text.
91According to Frank Manley, in “1572 Tycho Brahe discovered a new star in the constellation of Cassiopeia. In 1606 Kepler discovered two others, one in the Serpent on September 30, 1604, and the other in the Swan in the year 1600. And finally in 1610 Galileo
announced in his Siderius Nuncius that he had discovered four satellites of Jupiter “and an
innumerable number of fixed stars.” For further illumination, see Manley’s notes to John
Donne: The Anniversaries (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1963), 148ff. As
Donne remarks in the First Anniversarie, “in those constellations there arise/ New starres,
and old do vanish from our eyes.” See lines 259–60.
92In addition to invoking to the new stars, Southwell is also recalling that in mythology
and classical poetry, dead women (or swans) are sometimes transformed into stars. In line
with a tradition going back beyond Callimachus, she seems to associate Cassandra’s death
with the appearance of a new star in Cygnus (the swan), and with the stories of Berenice and
Cassiopeia. According to an anonymous website, the constellation called Coma Berenices
(Berenices Hair) “is relatively new, introduced by Tycho Brahe in late 1500s.” The name of
the constellation refers to an old legend: Berenice was the wife of Ptolemy III, of Egypt.
After fighting a long war on the Assyrians, Ptolemy returned home victorious. His wife
Berenice had ceremoniously cut her hair and laid out the long clippings on the altar to be
given to Aphrodite. Over the course of the night as the festivities went on, it was noticed that
the hair had vanished from the altar. It was decided that if the hair could not be found the
priests would have to be sacrificed. The astronomer Conon of Samos came to the priests’ rescue. He proclaimed that Aphrodite had accepted the gift of Berenice’s hair, which was now
“shining brightly in the sky next to Leo.” See <http://www.geocities.com/seagryphon/
constellations.html>
93 Astronomy.
94 In scholastic philosophy, God was the “Prime Mover” of the universe who set the
heavens in motion.
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After the direct confession and apology of the opening lines, Anne
assumes the role of a poet, but it isn’t quite right. She hides and reveals her
grief by importing the mood of an elegy into an epitaph. As her depression
escalates, her lines lengthen out, from tetrameter, to nonosyllabic lines to
awkward iambic pentameter.
She is gone that way, if I could finde her,
and hath not left her match behind her;
In her last couplet, she assumes another role, that of a penitent.
I’le prayse noe more, hir blest condicion,
but follow hir, w[i]th expedition.95
A.S.
(lines 13–16)
Southwell’s penultimate couplet echoes the feminine rhyme of Jonson’s
elegy on S.P.; in the last lines of the poem, she resolves, like the speaker of
Donne’s “Nocturnal,” to follow her beloved.96 She indicates the depth of
her grief with the subdued glimpse of a wilful mood akin to suicide, but
her self-restraint hints at the discipline of faith and mortification.
Whether one assumes, as I do, that these poems were written substantially as the author says they were, or even if one assumes that their pairing
was an act of poetic craft, one has to respect Southwell’s thoughtfulness,
intelligence, and artistry. These are “metaphysical” poems written by a
woman with a very sophisticated, highly autonomous sensibility. Although
they imitate Jonson and Donne, they are far more than imitations. Anne
Southwell has an invention and a voice of her own. She has assimilated a
tradition, and she has enriched it. These poems should be included in any
new anthology of metaphysical poetry.
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95Expeditiously, promptly.
96See Ben Jonson’s “Epitaph

“Nocturnal upon St. Lucies Day.”

on S[alamon] P[avy]” and the conclusion of Donne’s

